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INTRODUCTION
Context is now recognized as a crucial factor 
in explaining the phenomenon of interest in 
our paper, entrepreneurial activity [McKeever, 
Jack, Anderson, 2015; Shepherd et al., 2019; 
Welter, 2011; Zazdravnykh, 2019]. Context is 
defined as “the circumstances, conditions, 
situations, or environments that are external 
to the respective phenomenon and enable or 
constrain it” [Welter, 2011, p. 167]. Entrepre-
neurial activity can be examined in multiple 
contexts such as the business context (e.g., 
industry or market), the spatial context (e.g., 
country, community, district, or cluster), in-
stitutional (e.g., political system or cultural 
milieu), or social (e.g., different types of social 
networks). All of these different factors exist-
ing in the external environment provide situ-
ational opportunities and constraints that 
affect behavior. In this paper, we focus, in 
particular, on the social context in which young 
aspiring entrepreneurs (university students, in 
our case) engage in start-up activities. 
According to the social context view, en-
trepreneurs are embedded in a social context, 
and that context facilitates or restricts their 
actions [Aldrich, Zimmer, 1986; McKeever, 
Jack, Anderson, 2015]. One important aspect 
of the entrepreneurial social context is the 
entrepreneur’s social network. If we conceive 
of the entrepreneur as an organizer and co-
ordinator of resources [Hébert, Link, 1989], 
then social networks help entrepreneurs to 
garner the knowledge and resources that are 
needed to start a new firm. Young people 
have little, if any, business knowledge, few 
social relations, and little experience in how 
to make sense of the entrepreneurial process. 
They rely on their family and on the knowl-
edge and contacts that they gain during their 
university experience for access to start-up 
resources [Dana et al., 2020; Nielsen, Lassen, 
2012; Shirokova, Bogatyreva, Galkina, 2014]. 
Specifically, we look at the influence of the 
student’s family and their university. We 
argue that students are embedded in social 
networks comprised of both family members 
and university connections, and that these 
networks allow access to critical resources 
that are needed for students to engage in 
start-up activities. 
In addition, we are particularly interested 
in the gendered effect of the social context 
for start-up activity. Prior research has sug-
gested that women are disadvantaged with 
respect to the social support for their entre-
preneurial aspirations, as their networks tend 
to be smaller and comprised predominantly 
of strong ties [Aldrich, Reese, Dubini, 1989; 
Greve, Salaff, 2003; Renzulli, Aldrich, Moody, 
2000]. However, in this paper, we raise a 
different question. Specifically we ask: Who 
makes better use of social networks for their 
nascent entrepreneurial activity, young men 
or young women? 
We test our hypotheses using data from 
the 2011 “Global University Entrepreneurial 
Spirit Students’ Survey” (GUESSS), selecting 
only those respondents who were actually 
involved in the process of starting up a busi-
ness, to a usable sample of 16 744 students 
at 246 universities in 17 countries. The GUESSS 
project is a panel study of university students, 
which records founding intentions and ac-
tivities on a biannual basis.
Our study makes three contributions. First, 
we contribute to the nascent entrepreneurship 
literature [Davidsson, 2006; Gartner, Carter, 
Reynolds, 2004; Reynolds, 2010] by document-
ing the role played by social context, in the 
form of personal and social networks, in shap-
ing entrepreneurial actions. Prior research 
has focused on the social structure of found-
ing teams [Ruef, Aldrich, Carter, 2003] or the 
effect of different types of social networks on 
the early success of entrepreneurial initiatives 
[Davidsson, Honig, 2003; Rasmussen, Mosey, 
Wright, 2015]. In contrast, we examine how 
social context, in the form of different types 
of social ties, affects the nascent entrepreneurs’ 
progress through the venturing process.
Second, we contribute to the literature on 
the gendered aspects of new venture creation. 
More specifically, our study documents how 
the gendered differences of, in our case, fam-
ily connections, and university networks, 
influence the scope of start-up activities. Our 
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finding that women make better use of both 
strong-tie family connections and weaker tie 
university connections suggests that previous 
gendered perspectives, which focused on wom-
en’s strong-tie networks [Brush, 1992], need 
to be updated and extended to include all 
different types of network connections. 
Third, we make an empirical contribution 
by documenting the start-up initiatives of 
university students. Extensive prior research 
has explored the entrepreneurial intentions of 
university students [Autio et al., 2001; 
Bogatyreva et al., 2019; Carey, Flanagan, 
Palmer, 2010; Kolvereid, 1996; Krueger, Reilly, 
Carsrud, 2000; Weiss, Anisimova, Shirokova, 
2019; Wegner et al., 2020; Zellweger, Sieger, 
Halter, 2011], but the actual realization of 
these intentions is relatively less well studied. 
On the following pages, we present our theo-
ry and hypotheses, followed by the empirical 
analysis, our findings and discussion and the 
overall conclusions.
1. THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
1.1. The nascent entrepreneur and 
start-up activities
Nascent entrepreneurs are those individuals 
who are in the process of starting a new ven-
ture [Delmar, Davidsson, 2000; Reynolds, 
Storey, Westhead, 1994]. Start-up activities 
are the events and behaviors of individuals 
who are engaged in the process of starting a 
new venture [Carter, Gartner, Shaver, 2004; 
Gartner, Carter, Reynolds, 2004; Reynolds, 
Miller, 1992; Edelman et al., 2016] and con-
stitute the “micro-foundations of entrepre-
neurial action” [Shepherd, 2015, p. 490]. These 
activities, such as formulating a business 
plan, identifying a market opportunity, or 
looking for potential partners, are the fun-
damentals of new venture creation. 
While a number of studies have looked at 
the effects of engaging in start-up activities 
on organizational emergence or first sales 
[Brush, Manolova, Edelman, 2008; Lichtenstein 
et al., 2007], less research has looked at the 
antecedents to engaging in the start-up process. 
P. Davidsson and B. Honig used the number 
of gestation activities undertaken as one of 
their dependent variables when they explored 
the human and social capital of nascent en-
trepreneurs [Davidsson, Honig, 2003]. M. 
Samuelsson and P. Davidsson used progress 
in the venturing process, which was measured 
as a summation of gestation activities, as their 
outcome variable [Samuelsson, Davidsson, 
2009]. More recently, Edelman and coauthors 
looked at family social support, finding that 
access to families’ social networks had a pos-
itive effect on the scope of start-up activities; 
whereas family’s financial support had a neg-
ative effect [Edelman et al., 2016]. 
In sum, there is a diverse body of research 
that has used gestation activities as an out-
come variable. Some studies have focused on 
individual or small sets of gestation activities, 
while other studies summed the activities to 
illustrate overall progress in the venturing 
process. In our inquiry, we also use the scope 
of start-up activities as evidence of progress 
through the venturing process, specifically 
focusing on activities such as serious thought 
given to the start-up, talking to customers, 
developing a model, looking for potential 
partners, purchasing or leasing a capital as-
set, promoting the good or service, complet-
ing a business plan, seeking external funding, 
and deciding on date of founding.
1.2. Social networks: The social  
context for nascent entrepreneurship
Nascent entrepreneurs must construct net-
works of social relationships as they engage 
in the process of obtaining resources for their 
fledging firms [Aldrich, 1989]. Social networks 
allow entrepreneurs to gain access to oppor-
tunities, information, and resources, save 
time, and tap into advice and moral support 
that may otherwise be unavailable. Student 
entrepreneurs, the population of interest to 
our study, are likewise embedded in networks 
of social relationships, some of which are 
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strong personal relations such as ties to fam-
ily, while others are weaker such as ties to 
occasional friends and other acquaintances. 
1.3. Strong ties: Social networks  
and family support 
Strong ties tend to be long-standing relation-
ships based on frequent contacts such as those 
existing among family members or close 
friends [Coleman, 1988]. They offer a number 
of important benefits to the nascent entre-
preneur. Information gained through strong 
ties tends to be more trustworthy, detailed, 
and accurate, and so in economic terms is 
considered more reliable [Granovetter, 1985]. 
Strong ties are long in duration and are based 
on the principle of implicit reciprocity. 
Reciprocity is the degree to which individu-
als provide comparable supportive actions to 
each other [Gouldner, 1960]. Researchers have 
shown that the norm of reciprocity is partly 
responsible for the higher levels of social 
support found in dense networks (see [Haines, 
Hurlbert, 1992; Wellman, Wortley, 1990]). 
Strong ties are also quick and easy to access, 
which, combined with their high level of trust-
worthiness and reliability, increases the ef-
ficiency of social exchange.
The long-term nature, implicit reciprocity, 
and frequency of contact make family ties a 
classic example of strong ties. Young entre-
preneurs use their parents’ social networks 
to gain information and access to new market 
opportunities [Sørensen, 2007]. Children may 
access the parents’ contacts with suppliers, 
business partners, and customers, to maintain 
progress in the nascent venturing process 
[Laspita et al., 2012]. 
Strong ties are found in dense social net-
works. Authors [Aldrich, Elam, Reese, 1997, 
p. 6] refer to these ties as core or inner circle 
relationships, and go on to suggest that they 
form a “bulwark against an owner’s being 
exploited by people out only for short-term 
gain”. P. DiMaggio and H. Louch suggest 
that due to reciprocity norms, entrepreneurs 
may find a more friendly reception to their 
calls for resources from their strong tie con-
nections [DiMaggio, Louch, 1998]. Therefore, 
resource constrained entrepreneurs need to 
rely on the norms of reciprocity that are found 
in strong family networks to access critical 
resources. Formally,
Hypothesis 1. The greater the family sup-
port, in the form of social contacts, the great-
er the young nascent entrepreneur’s progress 
through the venturing process. 
1.4. Weak ties: Social networks  
and the university environment
While strong ties are based on frequent con-
tact, trust, and norms of reciprocity, they have 
some drawbacks as well. Strong ties, which 
are long in duration, tend to develop between 
people with similar social attributes, and so 
can provide redundant information [Burt, 
1992; 2004]. In contrast, weak ties are com-
prised of relationships that are much shorter 
in duration, are less reliable, involve a lower 
frequency of contact, and have a much lower 
expectation for reciprocity. While strong ties 
are vital for securing critical resources and 
emotional support, weak ties are more efficient 
for knowledge acquisition, because the diver-
sity of contacts is less likely to provide redun-
dant information. Weak ties aid in resource 
acquisition in that they help to bridge otherwise 
disconnected groups and individuals in an 
organization [Granovetter, 1973].
Weaker, nonfamily ties have a number of 
advantages for the nascent entrepreneur. 
Nonfamily members are better positioned to 
provide informed advice and candid feedback. 
Unlike situations in which family may not be 
willing to dispense impartial assessments, 
nonfamily relations do not face such constraints 
and thus are able to provide advice with great-
er clarity and honesty. This can translate 
into valuable feedback as aspiring owners 
wrestle with business ideas or working proto-
types. In addition, nonfamily members can 
prevent business owners from making costly 
mistakes early in the start-up process. Consider 
the considerable benefits of informational sup-
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port from an impartial nonfamily member 
when the fledgling entrepreneur is negotiating 
an initial sales contract or finalizing details 
of securing physical space for the business.
The university context can be a source of 
valuable social contacts for the aspiring stu-
dent-entrepreneur. Universities contribute to 
the level of engagement in entrepreneurship 
and to the student entrepreneur’s overall 
progress through the venturing process [Meoli 
et al., 2020; Morris, Shirokova, Tsukanova, 
2017]. In addition to offering entrepreneur-
ship courses and programs, universities fa-
cilitate entrepreneurial activity by organizing 
networking events, business plan competi-
tions, and providing mentoring and sometimes 
even seed funding. 
Students who access university resources 
meet fellow students with similar entrepre-
neurial experiences. This environment not 
only can give rise to a sense of belonging 
[Anderson, Drakopoulou-Dodd, Jack, 2012; 
McKeever, Jack, Anderson, 2015], but can 
also provide valuable ties into other, more 
distant social networks. For example, in a 
recent study of the university and regional 
influences on student entrepreneurial activ-
ity, authors [Bergmann, Hundt, Sternberg, 
2016] documented that, after controlling for 
individual characteristics, the prevalence of 
fellow students who had attended entrepre-
neurship education has a positive effect on the 
nascent entrepreneurship of students. Hence, 
the entrepreneurial impact of universities is 
a function of the social resources it can supply 
to the nascent entrepreneur. Formally, 
Hypothesis 2. The greater the support for 
starting a new venture at the university level, 
the greater the young nascent entrepreneur’s 
progress through the venturing process.
1.5. The moderating role of gender
The role of the family and university context 
may be strongly affected by the gender1 of 
1  We are cognizant of the important distinction 
between the biological sex of the individual and 
the young nascent entrepreneur. Women en-
trepreneurs are embedded in different per-
sonal and social networks than are men 
[Brush, 1992; Granovetter, 1985]. Evidence 
suggests that women inhabit a “female world” 
that only partially overlaps with the “male 
world” [Bernard, 1981]. Other research pos-
its that women have different patterns of 
childhood socialization [Gilligan, 1982] and 
view social relations differently than men, 
leading to different networking behaviors 
[Aldrich, 1989].
During the venture creation process, wom-
en rely on strong ties that are expressive and 
characterized by emotional intensity, mutual 
confiding, and intimacy, such as those found 
in the family [Renzulli, Aldrich, Moody, 2000]. 
Research into the gendered differences in 
entrepreneurial finance suggests that women 
entrepreneurs were more likely to obtain mon-
ey from personal sources, such as family and 
friends, to finance their businesses than were 
men [Carter et al., 2003]. Women are more 
likely than men to seek family approval for 
their entrepreneurial initiatives [Aldrich, 
1989], and in traditional societies and patri-
archal families, they are strongly expected 
and often required to do so [Al-Dajani, Marlow, 
2010; McIntosh, Islam, 2010]. Thus, an intro-
duction into the family’s social network is a 
stamp of approval that bestows legitimacy on 
the young woman’s entrepreneurial initiative 
and facilitates the completion of other start-up 
activities. Formally,
Hypothesis 3a. The effect of family social 
support on the nascent entrepreneurs’ pro-
gress through the venturing process is strong-
er for women than for men.
Homophily is the principle that a contact 
between similar people occurs at a higher 
rate than among dissimilar people. It is a 
basic organizing principle and can be found 
in almost every social interaction such as 
marriage, friendship, work, advice support, 
their socially constructed gender. Our survey only 
collected data on the self-reported biological sex 
of the respondent; hence we use this variable as a 
measure of the respondent’s gender.
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information transfer, and exchange. The idea 
is that generally, people only have significant 
contact with others who are like themselves 
[McPherson, Smith-Lovin, Cook, 2001]. Inter-
personal similarity increases ease of com-
munication, and fosters relationships of trust 
and reciprocity [Kanter, 1977; Lincoln, Miller, 
1979]. 
When controlling for family effects, re-
searchers have found significant evidence of 
sex differences in networks [Brass, 1985]. 
There are two theoretical perspectives that 
explain this finding. The first emphasizes 
individual preferences for relationships with 
similar others [Brass, 1985; Lincoln, Miller, 
1979; Marsden, 1988], while the other offers 
a more structural explanation, positing that 
the availability of contact precedes and hence 
limits individual network composition prefer-
ences. These two perspectives correspond well 
with arguments that differentiate between 
choice homophily, which results from indi-
vidual preferences and induced homophily, 
which is the result of availability constraints 
[Ibarra, 1993]. 
Empirical research in the entrepreneur-
ship literature confirms that men do not 
include women in their business advisor 
networks. In a study of close ties in five 
industrial nations, authors [Aldrich, Sakano, 
1995] found that only 10% of the people 
mentioned by men, as those who they relied 
upon for advice and assistance, were women. 
This is contrast with women, where 40% of 
their advice networks were other women. In 
sum, men rely on other men for business 
advice, where women rely more on mixed 
gender networks. 
In addition to induced homophily, there 
are other differences in the way men and 
women structure their weak-tie networks. 
Men tend to see situations in terms of what 
they may gain from them and are willing to 
subordinate affective considerations to ones 
of effectiveness [Aldrich, 1989]. Not surpris-
ingly, men are found to be more likely to 
spend more time developing and maintaining 
their networks [Cromie, Birley, 1990] and 
more likely to form calculative than identity-
based networks [Hite, Hesterly, 2001]. Identity-
based networks are egocentric with a high 
proportion of ties, and where some type of 
personal or social identification with the 
other actor motivates or influences economic 
actions. However, in calculative networks the 
potential purposes and functions of the net-
work tie become a more predominant theme 
than the identity of the tie, so that the focal 
actor’s ties are primarily motivated by ex-
pected economic benefits [Hite, Hesterly, 
2001, p. 278]. For example, in a study of the 
weak-tie networks of American entrepreneurs 
and salaried managers, it is documented that 
entrepreneurs’ weak-tie networks efforts were 
less than in the networks of managers, with 
female entrepreneurs engaging in weak-tie 
networking less than salaried male managers 
do [Katz, Williams, 1997].
Therefore, given the importance of net-
works in the start-up process [Aldrich, Sakano, 
1999], coupled with contention, “similarity 
breeds connection” [McPherson, Smith-Lovin, 
Cook, 2001, p. 451], we suggest that the ef-
fects of university support will be weaker for 
female student entrepreneurs than for men. 
Formally,
Hypothesis 3b. The effect of university 
support on the nascent entrepreneurs’ pro-
gress through the venturing process is weak-
er for women than for men. 
2. METHODS
2.1. Data collection
We used data from the 2011 installment of 
the “Global University Entrepreneurial Spirit 
Students’ Survey” (GUESSS)2 which was de-
signed to examine entrepreneurial intentions 
and activities of students in higher education 
(for more details see [Sieger, Fueglistaller, 
Zellweger, 2011]). Thus, the study population 
2 We used the 2011 data because the key con-
structs (and scales) of our study were included only 
in 2011 round of data collection and are not available 
from more recent installments (2014, 2016 and 2018).
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is homogeneous in terms of age and qualifica-
tions. Participating universities distributed 
a link to an online questionnaire and controlled 
the data collection process. The original sur-
vey instrument was developed in English and 
German, using bilingual experts and following 
translation and back-translation procedures. 
For non-English speaking countries, the coun-
try teams were responsible for translating the 
questionnaire in their own languages3.
The 2011 GUESSS survey comprised 93 265 
responses of students from 489 universities 
in 26 countries. The response rate was 6.3% 
(in total, 1 374 678 students were addressed). 
We selected only those students who were 
“intentional founders”, i.e. in the process of 
starting a new venture and between 18 and 
34-years old. In addition, we excluded “study 
abroad” program students and the cases where 
there were fewer than four students per uni-
versity and fewer than four universities per 
country to provide within-country and with-
in-university variability. Our final sample 
consists of 16 744 students at 246 universities 
in 17 countries (Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, 
Chile, China, Finland, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands, 
Romania, Russia, Singapore, South Africa, 
and the United Kingdom).
The average participant of the 2011 GUESSS 
study was relatively young (23.72 years old). 
Within our sample, 84% of students were un-
dergraduate students, 40.07% were studying 
Business and Economics, 72.75% had taken at 
least one entrepreneurship course and 54.27% 
had at least one parent who at the time of sur-
vey was self-employed or had been self-employed 
at some point in the past. Women comprised 
45.91% of the sample. 
2.2. Measures
Dependent variable. The dependent variable 
of our study was a tally of nine self-reported 
binary variables tracking different start-up 
3 More information about the survey instrument 
translation procedure is available in [Laspita et al., 
2012].
activities, such as “thought of first business 
ideas”, “formulated business plan”, “identified 
market opportunity”, “looked for potential 
partners”, “purchased equipment”, “worked 
on product development”, “discussed with 
potential customers”, “asked financial insti-
tutions for funding”, and “decided on date of 
founding” [Carter, Gartner, Shaver, 2004]. 
The average nascent entrepreneur in our sam-
ple had undertaken 1.96 start-up activities at 
the time of the survey. 
Independent variables. We measured the 
perceived level of family support with two 
items where the students were asked to indi-
cate to what extent they agreed with the 
statements: “My parents/family provide me 
with contacts to people that might help me 
with pursuing an entrepreneurial career; My 
parents/family introduce me to business net-
works, providing contacts to potential busi-
ness partners and/or customers”, on a seven-
point Likert-type scale ranging from “1” — 
“not at all” to “7” — “very much’ (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.9076). 
To measure the university support, we 
tracked whether or not the responded par-
ticipated in events such as: 1) workshops/
networking with experienced entrepreneurs; 
2) contact platforms with potential investors; 
3) business plant contests/workshops; 4) men-
toring and coaching programs for entrepre-
neurs; 5) contact point for entrepreneurial 
issues. Each activity represented a binary 
response (“1” — “yes” and “0” — “no”). We 
tallied these co-curricular activities, with a 
range of 0–5. 
Moderator. Our moderator, gender, was 
coded as a dummy variable with “1” for female 
students, and “0” — for male students.
Control variables. We used a total of 16 
control variables to account for other factors 
influencing a student’s progress through the 
venturing process. We controlled for students’ 
age (the older the student, the more likely 
s/he has already entered the venturing pro-
cess), the study level (coded “1” — for bach-
elor level, “0” — for other study programs), 
the field of study (four categories: “Business & 
Economics”, “Natural Science”, “Social Science”, 
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and “Other”), and the marital status of stu-
dents (three categories: “Single”, “Married”, 
or “Divorced”). To account for self-employed 
parents (“family background”), we used a 
corresponding dummy (coded as “1” if the 
parents had ever been self-employed or they 
were self-employed at the moment of survey, 
and “0”, otherwise). Since entrepreneurial 
knowledge can be a driver of the individual’s 
decision to embark on an entrepreneurial ca-
reer, we used a dummy variable, entrepre-
neurial courses, indicating whether the indi-
vidual had attended any entrepreneurship 
course at the university (coded as “1” if a 
student attended at least one course on entre-
preneurship, and “0”, otherwise). We also 
controlled for other individual-level charac-
teristics, which can potentially influence en-
trepreneurial behavior including previous 
experience relevant to the company to be 
founded (coded as “1” for “yes”, and “0”, oth-
erwise), level of commitment (self-reported 
percent of weekly working time a student 
planned to invest in his/her company) and the 
number of partners participating in the new 
venture (self-reported count). We also includ-
ed the family cohesiveness as a measure of 
the degree of connectedness and emotional 
bonding within the family [Laspita et al., 2012; 
Shagalkina et al., 2019]. Students were asked 
to indicate their level of agreement with four 
statements: “Family togetherness is important; 
Family members feel very close; When family 
gets together, everyone is present”; “Family 
members ask each other for help”. Each state-
ment was measured using a 7-point Likert-type 
scale (from “1”  — “completely disagree” to 
“7” — “completely agree”), Cronbach’s alpha 
0.8417.
To account for country-specific differ-
ences in our 17-country sample, we added 
several country-level control variables for 
GDP per capita (log-transformed)4, Nascent 
Entrepreneurship Rate (NEA), and the percep-
tion of entrepreneurship as a good career 
4 The World Bank. URL: http://data.worldbank.
org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD (accessed: 25.06. 
2020)
choice5. NEA reflects the nascent entrepre-
neurial activity in a country, i.e. only those 
starting new companies less than 3 months 
old. The perception of entrepreneurship as a 
good career choice shows the societal beliefs 
about entrepreneurship and indicates the num-
ber of people who do agree that starting a 
business is a good career choice.
To account for the individual’s subjective 
perception of the external environment we 
included three additional controls, “the access 
to financial capital” (debt and equity capital), 
“state laws” (rules and regulations), and “gen-
eral economic environment”. Students were 
asked to indicate to what extent these issues 
represented a barrier to founding a company, 
using a 7-point Likert-type scale (from “1” — 
“not at al” to “7” — “very much”). The answers 
were reverse coded to indicate the perceived 
level of environmental favorability. Our coun-
try-level measures are thus a combination of 
objective and perceptual measures and control 
for important aspects of the economic, spatial, 
and institutional context for entrepreneurship.
Common method bias is not a major con-
cern in our data. The data collection process 
was anonymous and the survey participants 
were not given any pressure toward social-
ly desirable answers. In addition, the Harman 
single-factor tests [Podsakoff et al., 2003] 
confirmed that there was no one single fac-
tor accounting for data variance. Further-
more, there is evidence that common meth-
od bias usually deflates the interaction effects 
[Siemsen, Roth, Oliveira, 2010]. In our case 
we found significant interaction effects and 
this can be considered as a signal that com-
mon method bias did not cause a serious 
problem. We also used the standardized 
variables [Cohen et al., 2003] to minimize 
the correlations between the main effects 
and the interaction terms. 
The descriptive statistics and correlations 
are presented in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. 
One can notice that all correlations between 
5  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2011. URL: 
http://www.gemconsortium.org/report (accessed: 
25.06.2020)
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variables are modest and range from –0.2884 
to 0.2989. We examined the multicollinear-
ity issue by calculating the variance inflation 
Table 1
Descriptive statistics
Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max %
Dependent variable
Progress of venturing process 1.96 1.66 0 9 – 
Control variables
Age 23.72 3.63 18 34 –
Study level (bachelor) 0.84 0.36 0 1 84.19
Field of study (business & 
Economics)
– – – – 40.07
Field of study (natural science) – – – – 28.75
Field of study (social science) – – – – 7.71
Field of study (other) – – – – 23.47
Family background (yes) 0.54 0.50 0 1
Entrepreneurship courses (yes) 0.73 0.45 0 1 72.75
Previous experience (yes) 0.42 0.49 0 1 42.23
Commitment 51.92 28.14 0 100 –
Partners 1.03 0.97 0 4 –
Cohesiveness 3.33 0.75 0.60 4.17 –
Status (single) – – – – 89.93
Status (married) – – – – 9.48
Status (divorced) – – – – 0.59
GDP (log) 9.97 0.68 8.60 10.88 –
NEA 4.6 2.29 2.4 14.6 –
Entrepreneurship as a good 
career choice (GEM)
73.50 14.26 26 86.3 –
Access to financial capital 3.08 1.78 1 7 –
Laws 4.18 1.83 1 7 –
Economic environment 3.9 1.73 1 7 –
Moderating variable
Gender (female) 0.46 0.50 0 1 45.91
Independent variables
Family social support 3.38 1.87 0.99 6.96 –
University support 0.89 1.29 0 5 –
N o t e: N = 16 744.
factors. The results showed that all values 
were <1.46, well below the acceptable thresh-
old [Hair et al., 1998].
136 L. F. Edelman, T. Manolova, G. Shirokova, T. Tsukanova
РЖМ 18 (2): 127–154 (2020)
Correlation
N Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 Progress in venturing process 1.00 
2 Age 0.13* 1.00 
3 Study level (bachelor) –0.04* –0.25* 1.00 
4 Family background 0.08* –0.003 0.05* 1.00 
5 Entrepreneurship courses 0.12* 0.005 –0.02* 0.03* 1.00 
6 Previous experience 0.22* 0.27* –0.05* 0.07* 0.04* 1.00 
7 Commitment 0.07* 0.03* 0.03* 0.02* 0.02* 0.07* 1.00 
8 Partners 0.12* –0.08* –0.00 –0.02* 0.04* –0.05* 0.006 
9 Cohesiveness –0.02* –0.04* 0.04* 0.04* 0.04* –0.04* 0.04*
10 GDP (log) –0.03* 0.02* –0.29* –0.14* –0.07* –0.001 –0.13*
11 NEA 0.004 –0.05* 0.06* 0.12* 0.03* –0.04* –0.005
12 Entrepreneurship as a good career 
choice (GEM)
0.07* 0.07* 0.17* 0.15* 0.05* 0.06* 0.006 
13 Access to financial capital 0.07* 0.005 –0.03* 0.06* 0.0007 0.03* –0.01 
14 Laws 0.03* –0.02* –0.02 0.006 –0.003 0.003 0.03*
15 Economic environment 0.12* 0.02* –0.04* 0.03* –0.006 0.05* 0.02*
16 Gender –0.17* –0.08* 0.05* –0.002 –0.01 –0.09* –0.008 
17 Family social support 0.02* –0.19* 0.07* 0.20* 0.06* –0.03* 0.03*
18 University support 0.14* –0.05* –0.02* 0.05* 0.30* 0.04* 0.01
N o t e: * indicates significance at the 5% level or better.
3. RESULTS
Since our dependent variable is a count, we 
used a Poisson regression model to test the 
effects of our independent variables. To ac-
count for the nested structure of our data we 
employed the hierarchical multi-level mixed-
effect model for the Poisson distribution, 
utilizing the xtmepoisson procedure in Stata. 
Table 3 displays the results of our analysis.
We first entered the control variables 
including the moderator (Model 1). Among 
the control variables, age (β  =  0.018, 
p < 0.001) was positively and significantly 
associated with the scope of start-up ac-
tivities, as was the entrepreneurial family 
background (β = 0.086, p < 0.001), taking 
at least one entrepreneurship course 
(β = 0.167, p < 0.01), previous work experi-
ence (β = 0.297, p < 0.01), commitment 
(β = 0.002, p < 0.001), number of partners 
(β = 0.102, p < 0.001), as well as the per-
ceived munificence of the environment in-
cluding favorable access to finance (β = 0.017, 
p < 0.001) and the general economic envi-
ronment (β = 0.041, p < 0.001). Young wo-
men were engaged in significantly fewer 
start-up activities compared to their male 
counterparts (β = –0.232, p < 0.001).
In the next step, we added our main in-
dependent variables: family support (Model 2) 
and university support (Model 3). Finally, 
we added the interaction effects between 
family support and gender (Model 4), the 
university support and gender (Model 5). 
All these models improved in comparison 
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8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
1.00 
0.03* 1.00 
–0.07* –0.16* 1.00 
0.10* 0.09* –0.24* 1.00 
–0.04* –0.005 –0.37* 0.08* 1.00 
–0.04* –0.03* 0.07* –0.02* 0.06* 1.00 
–0.03* –0.02* 0.06* 0.05* –0.02* 0.28* 1.00 
–0.02* –0.06* 0.09* –0.03* 0.07* 0.27* 0.30* 1.00 
–0.08* 0.11* –0.08* –0.009 0.008 –0.05* 0.04* –0.07* 1.00 
0.03* 0.28* –0.07* 0.12* 0.05* 0.07* –0.07* –0.04* 0.02* 1.00 
0.04* 0.06* 0.02* 0.006 0.09* 0.02* –0.04* 0.004 –0.03* 0.15* 1.00 
with the main-effect-only model as shown 
by their AIC and BIC values.
With regard to our main-effect research 
hypotheses, we find a significant positive 
relationship (Model 2, β = 0.012, p < 0.001) 
between family support and the progress 
through the venturing process. Thus, Hypo-
thesis 1 is supported. Moreover, we find a 
significant positive relationship (Model 3, β 
= 0.055, p < 0.001) between university sup-
port and the venturing progress. The Hypo-
thesis 2 is also supported. 
The main purpose of our study was to 
explore whether gender can explain why the 
family and university have a different effect 
on the venturing process. The first interac-
tion effect between family support and gen-
der is significant and positive (Model 4, 
β  =  0.031, p < 0.001), indicating support 
for Hypothesis 3a. When the interaction ef-
fect is added, the direct effect of family sup-
port becomes insignificant and takes the 
opposite sign, suggesting a potential cross-
over interaction. Indeed, the association be-
tween family support and the venturing 
progress is negative for men but positive for 
women. The gendered effect of family social 
networks is visualized in Figure 16. It can be 
noted that the line for man slopes slightly 
down, while for women it goes up. In other 
words, the graph highlights that the impact 
6 For Figures 1 and 2: the margins command in 
Stata cannot compute predicted values for models 
that have both fixed and random components. Hence, 
we derived the predicted probabilities from just the 
fixed part of the model.
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Table 3
HLM estimates of the progress in venturing process
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Independent variables













Family social support × 
Gender
– – – 0.031***
(0.006)
–












Log-likelihood –29104.293 –29097.553 –29024.74 –29008.8 –29018.91























AIC 58254.59 58243.11 58097.48 58069.61 58089.82
BIC 58432.28 58428.53 58282.9 58270.48 58290.69
N o t e: N = 16,744; Poisson regression coefficients are reported (standard errors in parentheses); Pob > Chi2 = 0.000 
for all models; all models are statistically significant; ***, **, * indicate significance at the 0.1%, 1% and 5% level, 
respectively; † — “Business and Economies” as a ref.cat., †† — “Single” as a ref.cat.
Table 3 (end)
Fig. 1. Effect of family support on young men 
and women nascent entrepreneurs
Fig. 2. Effect of university support on young 
men and women nascent entrepreneurs
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Table 4
Robustness tests: Poisson regression results for the progress in venturing process








































































































































GDP (log) – – – – –
NEA – – – – –
Entrepreneurship as a good 
career choice (GEM)
– – – – –
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Independent variables













Family social support × 
Gender
– – – 0.031***
(0.006)
–












Pseudo R2 0.0577 0.0579 0.0600 0.0605 0.0602
N o t e: N = 16.744; Poisson regression coefficients are reported (standard errors in parentheses); Pob > Chi2 = 0.000 
for all models; all models are statistically significant; ***, **, * indicate significance at the 0.1%, 1% and 5% level, 
respectively; † — “Business and Economies” as a ref.cat., †† — “Single” as a ref.cat.
Table 4 (end)
of family networks is stronger for female 
students and almost unnoticeable for male 
students. 
The interaction between university support 
and gender is significant but not in the ex-
pected direction (Model 5, β = 0.020, p < 0.05). 
Thus, Hypothesis 3b is rejected because the 
effect of university support in the venturing 
process was found to be stronger for female 
students than for male students. Examining 
the interaction effect, we establish that both 
men and women benefit from university sup-
port in their entrepreneurial initiatives, and 
women appear to benefit slightly more (i.e. 
the slope of the line is slightly steeper for 
women, compared to men). The gendered ef-
fect of university support on the venturing 
progress (number of start-up activities) is 
visualized in Figure 2.
4. RObUSTNESS CHECkS
In addition to our primary analysis, we ran 
several alternative specifications to the em-
pirical model to ensure the robustness of our 
results. 
First, in order to get a more fine-grained 
picture of the effects of our independent 
variables of interest, we ran a simple Poisson 
regression as an alternative model, adding 
dummies for universities. The results (re-
ported in Table 4) are consistent with the 
multi-level regression results.
Second, to ascertain the effect of uni-
versity support, we ran a robustness check 
by examining the effect of an alternative 
measure, university learning (adapted from 
[Souitaris, Zerbinati, Al-Laham, 2007; Sieger, 
Fueglistaller, Zellweger, 2011]), as an inde-
pendent variable (Table 5). All coefficients 
remained in the same direction and the sig-
nificance levels were retained.
Third, we ran our model with an alter-
native dependent variable — a weighted 
index instead of a simple tally of activities. 
Following [Sieger, Fueglistaller, Zellweger, 
2011], the index is calculated based on the 
formula: Index = 1  *  (nothing done)  + 3  * 
* (thought of first business ideas) + 5 * (for-
mulated business plan + identified market 
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HLM estimates of the progress
Variable
Alternative variable for the university effect






































































































































































































143Context matters: The importance of university and family for young nascent entrepreneurs



































































































































































































144 L. F. Edelman, T. Manolova, G. Shirokova, T. Tsukanova
РЖМ 18 (2): 127–154 (2020)
Variable
Alternative variable for the university effect










































Log-likelhood –29104.293 –29097.55 –29075.26 –29058.95 –29063.36























AIC 58254.59 58243.11 58196.52 58169.91 58178.72
BIC 58432.28 58428.53 58374.21 58370.78 58379.59
N o t e: N = 16.744; Poisson regression coefficients are reported (standard errors in parentheses); Pob > Chi2 = 0.000 
for all models; all models are statistically significant; ***, **, * indicate significance at the 0.1%, 1% and 5% level, 
respectively; † — “Business and Economies” as a ref.cat., †† — “Single” as a ref.cat.
opportunity + looked for potential partners) 
+ 7 * (purchased equipment + worked on prod-
uct development + discussed with potential 
partners + asked financial institutions for 
funding) + 10 * (decided on date of founding). 
The results of this alternative specification 
are reported in Table 5, and they are substan-
tially the same as the results from the multi-
level mixed effects Poisson estimation.
From our tests, we can conclude that our 
results are robust to alternative operation-
alization of the independent and dependent 
variables, and to alternative regression spec-
ifications.
5. DISCUSSION
In this paper, we rely on the rich literature 
around social networks to explore two dif-
ferent contexts in which the nascent student 
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Alternative dependent variable
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120412.7 120263.4 120250.5 120261.5
120607.1 120605.8 120456.5 120459.1 120470.1
entrepreneur is embedded, the family and 
the university. Then, drawing on social 
network theory and ideas around homoph-
ily, we empirically test to see if the family 
and university context has a differential 
effect on the nascent entrepreneur based 
on his or her sex. In doing so, we begin to 
untangle the subtle influences that gender 
may have on the nascent entrepreneurs’ 
progress through the venturing process, 
and thus in a small way begin to make sense 
of the inherent chaos in the gestation pro-
cess. 
5.1. Gender and the effect  
of family social contacts 
Family ties are strong ties. They are ties 
formed from long-standing relationships based 
on frequent contacts [Coleman, 1988]. Theory 
suggests that they are the most reliable rela-
Table 5 (end)
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tionships as they are based on principles of 
reciprocity and trust. Entrepreneurs make 
substantial investments in strong tie rela-
tionships, as they require frequent contact, 
are typically more reliable, and involve emo-
tional closeness. 
Our study highlights that “strong ties” 
within a family are not just a source of “bond-
ing” social capital in the form of emotional 
support, but also a source of external “bridg-
ing social capital”, in the form of passing 
valuable social contacts and/or entry into 
the family’s existing social networks. Intro-
ductions made by family members are likely 
to be more profitable because of the family 
members’ willingness to look out for the best 
interests of, in this case, their children [Karra, 
Tracey, Phillips, 2006]. In other words, par-
ents help their children overcome the barri-
ers to entry into self-employment by provid-
ing them access to valuable resources, one 
of which is their social networks. 
Family social capital may have a strong 
influence on the venture creation process 
even when the family is not directly involved 
in the entrepreneurial initiative [Aldrich, 
Cliff, 2003; Alsos, Carter, Ljunggren, 2014; 
Renzulli, Aldrich, Moody, 2000; Steier, 2007]. 
Affiliation with a well-respected family is 
often interpreted as a signal of positive per-
sonal traits and ascribed status. In addition, 
families take responsibility for the obligations 
and actions of their members. This allows 
social actors to “borrow” the family’s estab-
lished social capital in the process of com-
pleting early-stage start-up activities. In 
sum, family social capital provides informa-
tion and opens doors for young entrepreneurs, 
thus facilitating the completion of founding 
activities. 
However, when we take a fine-grained look 
at the gender differences, we find that wom-
en student entrepreneurs benefit more from 
their family’s social contacts than do men. 
Indeed, descriptive statistics indicate that 
women rate the importance of family support 
significantly higher than men do. Family 
support fosters the progress of women through 
the venturing process, while (somewhat un-
expectedly), it appears to slow men down 
(Table 3, Model 4 and Figure 1). This supports 
early conceptualizations of women’s entre-
preneurship where business relationships are 
integrated, rather than separated from fam-
ily, societal and personal relationships. Here 
women perceive their businesses as “coop-
erative networks of relationships” rather 
than separate economic units and so are 
likely to be more comfortable assessing fa-
miliar strong-tie relationships [Brush, 1992, 
p. 16].
5.2. Gender and the effect  
of university support
Our findings illustrate the importance of 
weak university level contacts for enterpris-
ing nascent entrepreneurs. Some studies have 
found that student exposure to entrepre-
neurial education has a positive impact on 
students’ desire to engage in an entrepreneur-
ship career as well as their perceptions of 
the feasibility of this type of career [Peterman, 
Kennedy, 2003; Lyons, Zhang, 2018]. The 
increasingly popular “business generation 
model” of entrepreneurial education focuses 
on the universities fostering the necessary 
conditions for organizational emergence 
[Bergmann, Hundt, Sternberg, 2016; Lauk-
kanen, 2000]. In many university settings, 
students not only learn about new ventures 
but they also must be operationally involved 
in a feasible business concept, and become 
embedded in the real business context. This 
suggests that the mentoring, advice, contacts 
and in some cases actual financing of univer-
sity students in the process of starting a new 
venture are not only of vital importance, 
but, as our findings suggest, result from a 
network of weak ties. 
Surprisingly, we found that women made 
better use of the university-level weak tie 
networks than do men. Our expectation was 
that, given homophily effects, men would find 
it easier to participate in, and hence gain 
resources from, the mostly all male networks 
provided by the university, and hence they 
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would make more progress through the ven-
turing process. Our findings however confirm 
that women not only differentially gain more 
benefits from access to their strong tie, fa-
milial relationships to help them make progress 
through the venturing process, but that this 
effect also holds true for their weaker univer-
sity-level networks as well. This finding cor-
responds with results from [Aldrich, Elam, 
Reese, 1997; Watson, 2011], who found that 
women entrepreneurs were as successful as 
men in activating networks involving financial, 
business loans, and expert advice. 
Alternatively, one can argue it is not that 
women are more effective in utilizing their 
connections to foster the process of new ven-
ture creation, but that social support is more 
important for young women than for young 
men. Recall that the women nascent entre-
preneurs in our sample were engaged in sig-
nificantly fewer start-up activities compared 
to their male counterparts. Social support of 
any kind, however, can provide a significant-
ly stronger boost in the start-up activity of 
women, compared to men. Entrepreneur ship 
is still more likely to be seen as a male pre-
serve and therefore less congruent with the 
social roles ascribed to women [Eagly, Wood, 
Diekman, 2000; Cochran, 2019]. In addition, 
women may follow a different approach in the 
set-up of their nascent ventures. Instead of 
an economic entity designed to achieve profit 
through economic advantage, women have 
been argued to perceive their businesses as 
“cooperative networks of relationships” in 
which business relationships are integrated 
rather than separated from family, societal, 
and personal factors [Brush, 1992; Carter, 
Brush 2004]. Thus, social approbation and 
support, both from strong and weak ties, is 
more critical for the start-up activities of 
women.
It should be noted also that overall the 
students in our sample did not make good use 
of the networking opportunities offered by 
their universities. The average student in our 
sample participated in one of five potential 
networking and/or mentoring activities, and 
women were less engaged in these initiatives 
than men were. Only 3.38% of our sample 
took advantage of all activities offered by 
their universities.
One strategy that women nascent entrepre-
neurs can adopt to further overcome issues of 
homophily is to have greater diversity in their 
networks [Weiler, Bernasek, 2001]. Research 
suggests that having a diverse or large set of 
ties in their network may help women entre-
preneurs connect to different parts of a social 
system and open information channels inac-
cessible to those women with a small set of 
immediate network ties [Carter et al., 2003]. 
Empirical evidence from in-depth interviews 
with women entrepreneurs also suggests that 
while all-female informal networks provide 
critical support to early stage venture owners, 
over the long run, women come to view such 
networks as holding less worth in assisting 
them to develop and grow their business 
[Hampton, Cooper, McGowan, 2009]. Other 
recent case-based research highlights young 
women entrepreneurs’ desire for networks 
to be “much more sensitive to the needs of 
young people, and young women in particu-
lar” [McGowan et al., 2015, p. 655]. 
6. FUTURE RESEARCH, 
IMPLICATIONS, AND 
CONCLUSIONS
Our study is not without limitations, which 
need to be borne in mind when interpreting 
its results. Although the GUESSS project is 
a panel study at the country level, the spe-
cific data utilized in this study were cross-
sectional, which does not allow us to identify 
causal relationships between social networks 
and the young nascent entrepreneurs progress 
through the venturing process. In addition, 
our sample is restricted to students. An in-
teresting extension to this study would be to 
compare the start-up activities of university 
students with the start-up activities of recent 
university graduates. Moreover, because we 
were interested in the effect of different types 
of networks on nascent entrepreneurship, 
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we examined only a subset of the university 
initiatives in support of student entrepre-
neurship. We encourage future studies to 
explore other ways in which universities can 
support their entrepreneurially-minded fe-
male students, for example by providing-
makerspaces, collaborative labs, design stu-
dios, or nascent firm incubators. Finally, it 
should also be borne in mind that we have 
a sample of educated young men and wom-
en. Recent surveys of youth entrepreneur-
ship report rising education levels [Schøtt, 
Kew, Cheraghi, 2015]. Still, generalizations 
to the general population of young nascent 
entrepreneurs should be made with caution.
We also followed convention and assumed 
a linear start-up process where young entre-
preneurs receive support from their families 
and university, and then engage in start-up 
activities. However, there is some evidence 
that suggests that new venture creation may 
be a cyclical process, which is not reflected 
in our cross-sectional data (see, for example: 
[Blank, 2013]). 
Finally, our sampling procedure, as dis-
cussed in the methods section, was not a 
truly randomized one. Although the large 
sample size minimizes the likelihood that 
the data collection procedures would com-
promise the generalizability of the findings 
to the population of interest in the study, 
future research, based on randomized sam-
pling, can offer a robust and generalizable 
corroboration of our findings.
Limitations notwithstanding, our study 
demonstrates that entrepreneurial students 
are embedded in a social context that consists 
of their family and their university. In ad-
dition, we find that for women, this support 
matters more in their progress in the ventur-
ing process. These findings have important 
implications for families, universities, and 
for aspiring young entrepreneurs.
For families, our findings suggest that 
access to the family’s social capital is im-
portant for all young student entrepreneurs, 
but is especially important for women. Given 
norms of reciprocity, families should be 
willing to help their younger members nav-
igate the maze of start-up activities by pro-
viding them with access to necessary re-
sources. 
For universities, this research suggests 
that educational institutions play an impor-
tant role by supplying students with net-
working events, business plan competitions, 
mentoring, and sometimes even seed fund-
ing. All of these are critical to developing 
the contacts and connections needed to start 
a new venture. However, schools could also 
add workshops and networking seminars to 
their offerings. This would increase student 
awareness of networking and mentoring 
opportunities available through school and 
help students to learn the skills which are 
necessary to effectively manage diverse net-
works and contacts.
Finally, for aspiring young entrepreneurs, 
this research is a reminder of the importance 
of drawing on all forms or social resources, 
from family to those developed at the uni-
versity, to gain access to necessary resourc-
es to start the new venture. Our findings 
indicate that, at least at the university level, 
all forms of support, family, and university 
matter more for women nascent entrepreneurs 
than for men. Given the importance of en-
trepreneurship to the career goals of univer-
sity students, all students need to use the 
networks at their disposal to further their 
progress in the venturing process. In sum, 
our study adds to the ongoing conversation 
around women’s entrepreneurship, by focus-
ing on the context of social networks. It is 
our hope that other researchers will join in 
and enrich this conversation.
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Контекст имеет значение: роль университета и семьи  
для нарождающихся молодых предпринимателей
Л. Ф. Эдельман, Т. Манолова
Департамент менеджмента, Университет Бентли, США
Г. Широкова
Институт «Высшая школа менеджмента», Санкт-Петербургский государственный
университет, Россия; Санкт-Петербургская школа экономики и менеджмента,
Национальный исследовательский университет «Высшая школа экономики», Россия
Т. Цуканова
Институт «Высшая школа менеджмента», Санкт-Петербургский государственный
университет, Россия
Нарождающиеся предприниматели — это люди, которые вовлечены в деятельность, направ-
ленную на создание нового бизнеса. Во многих случаях эти действия приводят к успешному 
созданию компании, но иногда первоначальные идеи предпринимателя так и остаются нереа-
лизованными, потому что ему не удалось привлечь необходимые для создания бизнеса ресур-
сы. В статье изучается влияние семейного и университетского социального контекста на на-
рождающихся молодых предпринимателей. Результаты исследования, основанного на эмпи-
рических данных международного проекта «Глобальное исследование предпринимательского 
духа студентов» (2011 г.), продемонстрировали, что и семья и университет оказывают суще-
ственное влияние на прогресс молодых предпринимателей при создании нового бизнеса, но 
при более детальном изучении были выявлены гендерные различия в этом процессе. Женщины-
предприниматели рассчитывают на поддержку со стороны семьи («сильные связи») и могут 
лучше, чем мужчины, использовать свои «слабые связи» с университетом при создании ново-
го бизнеса. Таким образом, для женщин – нарождающихся предпринимателей оказались 
важны все виды социальной поддержки.
Ключевые слова: нарождающиеся женщины-предприниматели, деятельность по созданию 
стартапа, социальный контекст, поддержка университета, поддержка семьи, Глобальное 
исследование предпринимательского духа студентов.
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